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June 14, 2015 

2 Corinthians 5:6-10, 14-17 

Mark 4:26-34   The Small & Surprising Kingdom of God 

 

Recently I did one of the yoga classes we’ve been having here in our 

fellowship hall on Saturday mornings. It was a wonderful, relaxing 

experience. But the next day, I was really surprised at how sore my 

muscles were. I mean, the exercises we did were not that strenuous. The 

movements and poses were not that difficult. And honestly, I didn’t 

think we moved around all that much. It was just a bunch of stretching. 

And deep breathing. And feeling our sit bones. It seemed like such 

small, small things. But, boy oh boy, the next day, those small things felt 

huge. 

Sometimes, it’s the small things that can surprise us the most. Today 

Jesus tells us that’s how it is with the Kingdom of God. He tells us and 

his disciples in the gospel of Mark that the Kingdom of God, will not be 

what we expect. He explains that it will be small. And that it will almost 

always surprise us.  

In today’s lesson from Mark’s gospel, Jesus describes the Kingdom of 

God with a few parables. He uses these parables to tell the disciples 
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what it looks like when God’s reality breaks into the world. And the 

disciples, bless their hearts, want to understand what Jesus is talking 

about. They want to see things the way Jesus does. They want to get it. 

Just like we do. Just like we want to understand and get God. We want 

to see God’s Kingdom. We want to see God set this world right and 

establish justice and peace for all. We want to see it, just like those first 

disciples wanted to see it. Seeing: that’s our theme for this summer: 

Seeing the world the way that Jesus wants us to see it. How does Jesus 

want us to understand God and ourselves? How does Jesus ask us to 

look at the world and one another? How might the Spirit be opening the 

eyes of our hearts? 

Jesus says that if we want to see things as he sees things, then we have to 

start small. If we want to see the Kingdom of God. If we want to 

understand what God is about and how God is at work. How God 

through Jesus Christ is healing and redeeming and restoring the world. 

And casting out the powers of darkness, and casting out disease and 

death and despair, and casting out the evil spirits that possess us and tell 

us we are unknowable and unlovable and unfixable. If we want to see 



3 
 

that happening, then we have to start small. Jesus says the Kingdom of 

God is as if someone scattered seeds on the ground. 

Jesus really liked the idea of scattered seeds as an image for the 

Kingdom of God. Just a few paragraphs earlier he told the disciples that 

the Kingdom of God was like a sower going out into the field, scattering 

seeds. In this parable, he scatters seeds wildly and willy-nilly, all over 

the place: on the path, by the rocks, in the thorns; a few land on good 

soil and they grow. And that’s what the Kingdom of God is like, Jesus 

says. Of course, the disciples have no idea what Jesus is trying to tell 

them. This does not help them see the Kingdom of God any more 

clearly. So Jesus has to explain the parable to them. OK, Jesus says, the 

Word of God is the seed. And it is being scattered everywhere in the 

world and sometimes takes root and grows, but most of the time it 

doesn’t. Most of your work for the Kingdom will not amount to much. 

Your words and your deeds done in the name of God will hit rocky 

ground or thorns or barren turf. Once in a while, your efforts will hit 

good soil. The good news of God’s liberating love will hit the right place 

at the right time and it will sprout and grow and produce some 
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amazingly fruitful faith. Mostly, though, it won’t. But you have to keep 

trying. You have to keep casting the seeds. 

Jesus says it starts small. And today Jesus continues with the seed 

theme, telling the disciples yet again that the Kingdom of God is like 

someone sowing seeds. It’s like the person in the parable he that just told 

but a bit different. This person tosses the seeds out, then he goes about 

his business. He sleeps and rises. Things sprout and grow, but he knows 

not how, Jesus says. That’s what Jesus seems to be emphasizing here. 

This scatterer of seeds knows NOT how these little seeds grow. He 

knows not how all this works: how some pop up and others do not. He 

knows not why or where. And neither will you, Jesus seems to be 

saying. When it comes to the Kingdom of God, you will have no idea 

how or why or where it will work. You will NOT know. Now, you 

might know some research on the best conditions for spiritual growth. 

You might know the optimal target audience for the Christian message. 

You might know how to package the Word of God so it is sleek and 

attractive. But will it grow? Will the Word of God, take root in 

someone? Will faith in God’s amazing mercy and love flourish in 
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another, so that their life is transformed by that mercy and love? Maybe. 

But you will NOT know how. You will not know when or why or how it 

happens. Faith is a mystery and it will always be a wonderful, wonderful 

mystery, because we just don’t know what God is up to entirely. We get 

to be surprised by it as it unfolds. And perhaps God is surprised by it too 

sometimes. Be prepared, Jesus says. The Kingdom of God starts small 

and it will not be what you expect. 

The Kingdom of God is as if someone would scatter seed on the ground. 

And then he sleeps and rises. Watching night and day, waiting to see if 

the seeds grow. Sure that they WILL grow, but not knowing how. I am 

struck by the hope of this seed-scatterer. Who trusts that this will work, 

faithfully putting those seeds out there. Doing it because that’s what the 

Kingdom of God is like. It’s throwing out the seeds of God’s Word 

again and again. The seed of hope in something more. The seed of the 

idea that there is more to life than this. There is more to life than trying 

to get more. There is more to us than our jobs and our paychecks. There 

is more to this earth than the resources and raw materials we can take 

from it. There is more to all of this. And those with the eyes to see, can 
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see how precious all this life is, how fragile and full of wonder it is. And 

how it is not ours. None of this is ours to do with as we please. This is 

God’s Creation. This is God’s kingdom.  

If we have the eyes to see, then we understand it. But mostly we don’t. 

Sometimes we do. But, we confess, mostly we don’t. And the person 

scattering seeds in this parable must have known that about us. He must 

have known how hard it is for us to see and how hard it is for the seed of 

faith to grow in us. Honestly, he probably knew a lot more about how it 

would NOT grow. He knew how those seeds of love and mercy could 

fail. He knew how they would get blown away. He knew how they 

would not take root. Not in lives overwhelmed by worry and stress. Not 

in neighborhoods overrun by poverty and violence. Not in families 

anxious about finances and work. Not in friends and neighbors 

overwhelmed by criticism, surrounded by a culture that says that they 

will never be good enough. This person scattering seeds knows that 99% 

of those seeds will not produce anything. He knows NOT how they will 

grow. But he scatters them anyway. Who is that person who has sown 

the seeds for us? How is God planting mercy and love and healing in 
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your life? How can we be people of God with the same hope and the 

same perseverance as that seed scatterer? 

I have been working with our Presbytery over the last few months on the 

search for our next General Presbyter. That means we are looking for a 

regional leader and coordinator for all of our churches. Someone who 

can help us Presbyterians be the church God intends. It has been very 

interesting process. One candidate asked me the metrics we use to judge 

the vitality of our churches. I had to ask this person to repeat the 

statement because I had no idea what those words meant. So the person 

said, how do you know your churches here are growing and alive? So I 

talked about what I knew at our church. I mentioned our Community 

Garden and our Backpack program. And I said they were really fruitful 

and grace-full, but I confessed that I didn’t know how. Only that it had a 

lot to do with Fran and Judy and John and Marsha and Linda and Cecilia 

and Jo and Sally and Ellen and all the many, many people who put in 

long hours of hard work. But it was more than that. They are alive and 

growing, I said, because of God. Because God’s Spirit is in them. And I 
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know not how. All I know is how beautiful and precious they are. And 

how they literally and figuratively bear fruit in our community. 

The Kingdom starts small. With just a seed. In the right place, and at the 

right time, it grows. And we can expect that it will surprise us. Jesus 

gives us a second seed parable to emphasize the point. He tells us it is 

like a mustard seed. And he says this little, tiny seed grows into a great 

big shrub which provides a home for the birds in its large branches. It is 

a lovely image for the Kingdom, a seed that grows into a plant that 

becomes habitat for other creatures. Except that the mustard seed is a 

very odd choice. Especially if it is wild mustard. In Jesus’ time, wild 

mustard was an invasive species. No one would have planted it on 

purpose. No farmer would have wanted it near their field. They would 

not want it to provide habitat for birds—the birds would damage the 

crops. Could it be that Jesus is saying something surprising? Some Bible 

scholars say that Jesus is saying something unexpected to his audience 

on purpose. He does mean that the Kingdom of God is like a pesky 

shrub that attracts annoying birds. That it begins as a tiny seed and like a 

weed it infests the world and when it grows it provides shelter for 
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society’s undesirables, the blind and the lame and the orphan and the 

widow. 

Now that would be a surprise. It’s not something we would expect from 

God.  Come to think of it, we don’t really think of God being about 

seeds and scrubby bushes and one in a thousand seeds bearing fruit. We 

expect big things from God. The world expects big things from God. Big 

things accompanied by thunder and lightning, and fire and brimstone. 

The world expects God to be big and coercive and threatening. It expects 

Zeus and Apollo and Aphrodite. It expects big temples and big prophets 

and priests and big processions and displays. Not a kingdom of seeds 

and bushes and birds and the surprising wonder of what is small. 

But God wants to open our eyes. God wants us to see this new creation 

that is growing patiently in us and around us from just a few seeds. And 

some of those seeds are still dormant. Some are waiting to sprout. Some 

are growing slowly, taking their time, first the stalk, then the head, then 

the full grain. And those seeds are planted in you. And in me. And they 

are in the world all around us. Scattered everywhere. Wonderful, 

surprising things just waiting to bear fruit. In the child just waiting to 
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find a place in the world. In the teenager just waiting to hear the right 

encouragement. In the grown-up caring for a parent or spouse. In the 

friend who listens to another’s trouble. In the former addict who coaches 

another with their struggle. In the enemy who becomes a friend. In the 

persecutor who becomes an apostle. In the blind who see. In the lame 

who walk. In the hopeless who now have hope. See, a new creation. It 

sprouts and grows, we know not how. 

The Kingdom God is small and it takes us by surprise. The other day I 

took communion out to one of our homebound members. We talked 

about life and we read the scripture for that Sunday. We lingered over 

the Word of God that said: “We do not lose heart. Even though our outer 

nature is wasting away, our inner nature is being renewed day by day.” 

We had a little bread and a little cup of juice and the Kingdom of God 

was so close to us. It was so alive and so wonderful. God’s presence 

stretched from this life to the next. It was so real we could almost see it. 

With just a little act of communion and a little word of Scripture. There 

is was—the new creation. May God give us eyes to see. May God give 
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us the hope and perseverance to believe. God’s Kingdom is near, small 

but surprising. Mysterious and real and available to all. 


